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Paul Janssen
Belgian doctor who founded a drug company, now part of Johnson & Johnson

Exactly half a century ago, Paul Janssen set
himself the challenge of creating a totally
independent and self supporting medical
research laboratory in his native Flanders,
close to the Dutch border. By the time of his
death earlier this month in Rome while
attending a conference, he had more than
100 patents to his name, had gained
widespread international recognition for his
work, and had overseen the highly successful
expansion of the company that he founded
in 1956, Janssen Pharmaceutica. Now part of
Johnson & Johnson, Janssen Pharmaceutica
has more than 40 foreign affiliates with a
worldwide workforce of more than 23 000
employees.

It is all a far cry from the simple labora-
tory on the third floor of his parents’
pharmaceutical import business in the
Flemish town of Turnhout where Dr Paul, as
he was always known to his colleagues,
embarked on his professional career as a
medical researcher in 1953.

Dr Paul’s father, Constant Janssen, came
from a farming background and established
himself as a successful general practitioner
in Turnhout. In 1933, seven years after his
son’s birth, the GP diversified and acquired
the sole rights to import and distribute in
Belgium, the Netherlands, and the Belgian
Congo pharmaceutical products produced
by the Richter company in Budapest.

During the second world war, Paul
Janssen studied physics, biology, and chemis-
try at the Faculté Notre Dame de la Paix in
Namur, in Belgium’s French speaking region
of Wallonia. Those courses convinced him of
the importance of chemistry to medicine
and of the need to use the former to make
scientific advances in the latter.

In 1945 Paul Janssen began his medical
studies in the Catholic University of Leuven.
He interrupted this with an extended visit to
the United States three years later to gain a
better understanding of worldwide research
in chemistry and pharmacology. Already he
was looking to develop original drugs and to
focus on synthesising molecules in order to
find the relationship between their pharma-
cological structure and activity.

After completing his studies in Leuven,
the young medical student moved to Ghent,
where he qualified. A spell of military service

followed in Germany, where he continued
his studies in pharmacology and chemistry
at Cologne University.

Paul Janssen then divided his time for
several years between study trips abroad and
part time teaching at the Institute of
Pharmacology and Therapeutics at Ghent
University. There he came into close contact
with the institute’s director, Professor Corn-
eel Heymans, who had won the Nobel prize
for medicine in 1938, and, in 1956, Paul
Janssen received his teaching certificate for
higher education in pharmacology with a
thesis on “Compounds of the R 79 type.”

Turning his back on an academic career,
he devoted himself full time to the
independent research he had begun three
years earlier. His immediate aim was to
discover active chemical compounds on
which to secure a patent that he could then
license to large foreign companies, using the
proceeds to finance new research and
recruit more associates.

The challenge facing the Flemish doc-
tor’s small team was to understand how a
chemical compound produces its effect on a
living organism. Once they had achieved
that, they would be able to manipulate the
chemical structure of a compound and pre-

dict, control, and improve its biological
effects.

The first compound Dr Paul’s team suc-
cessfully discovered was ambucetamide, an
antispasmodic found to be particularly
effective for the relief of menstrual pain. It
was given the number R 5. Launched in
April 1955 under the brand name Neomeri-
tine, it is still on the market today.

In the mid to late 1950s, other
compounds were discovered and commer-
cialised. Among the achievements of this
period were the synthesis of Haldol
(haloperidol), the first antipsychotic that
allows patients to be treated at home instead
of in institutions, and fentanyl, still the most
widely used anaesthetic in the world.

These breakthroughs soon brought the
N V Research Laboratorium Dr C Janssen,
as it had become in 1958, to the attention of
the American healthcare company Johnson
& Johnson, which was looking for pharma-
ceutical research companies with a promis-
ing future.

After several months of negotiations, a
merger was agreed in 1961. A key element
was the formal guarantee that the Belgian
company would retain its own identity and
independence within the international
group.

More than 30 years later, Dr Paul would
say: “During the negotiations that led to this
co-operation, the future and the protection
of our company were uppermost in my
mind. For me and my employees, the merger
was a sort of life insurance.”

In 1964 the company was renamed
Janssen Pharmaceutica N V. With the
backing of its American parent, research
expanded and almost 100 new drugs have
since been discovered. The majority have
been for human medicine and are used to
treat infestations by fungi and worms,
mental illnesses, cardiovascular diseases,
allergies, and gastrointestinal disorders.

Dr Paul received more than 80 medical
prizes and 22 honorary doctorates.

He leaves a wife, Dora Arts Janssen; two
sons; three daughters; and 13 grandchil-
dren. [Rory Watson]

Paul Jannsen, founder of Janssen Pharmaceutica
(b Turnhout, Flanders, Belgium, 1926; q Ghent
1951), d 11 November 2003.
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George Harold Godwin Chase

Former general practitioner Stamford,
Lincolnshire (b Chesterfield 1914; q Guy’s
Hospital, London, 1936), died from renal failure
on 15 February 2003.
After a brief spell in practice in Newark, in
1943 Harold moved to Stamford, where he
worked until retirement in 1976. He was
always involved in sport, gaining a half blue
for fives at Cambridge, and later in Stamford
captaining a cricket club and establishing a
squash club. He leaves a wife, Peggy; three
children; and eight grandchildren. [Derek

Chase]

Sylvia Ray Ingold

GP principal South Woodham Ferrers, near
Cheltenham, 1967-92 (b London 1927;
q University College London 1950; FRCOG),
died from heart failure on 1 May 2003.
Sylvia was a registrar in obstetrics and
gynaecology in Nottingham and London
and assistant county medical officer in Essex
before becoming a GP principal. Her previ-
ous experience in obstetrics and gynaecol-
ogy was put to good use and she played a
major role in the development of both clini-
cal and academic needs within the depart-
ment at St John’s Hospital, Chelmsford,
where she worked as a hospital practitioner.
Sylvia was the first female doctor in the

United Kingdom to complete the advanced
hyperbaric medicine course and was an
enthusiastic scuba diver. She leaves three
children and five grandchildren. [Laura

Ivermee]

Philip James Keep

Consultant anaesthetist Norfolk and Norwich
Hospital 1975-2002 (b 1942; q University
College Hospital, London, 1966; FFARCS), died
from renal cancer on 21 February 2003.
Philip was the medical director of the inten-
sive care unit at the Norfolk and Norwich
Hospital for 15 years. When he arrived he
discovered that the newly built unit had
been constructed without windows and he
began a campaign—later taken up
nationally—to prevent the construction of
further windowless units. Believing that the
public was being given too little information
about the practicalities of organ donation,
he campaigned for many years for a more
open approach. He wrote one novel, Cut
Short. He leaves a wife, Madeleine; two sons;
and a grandson. [Matthew Keep]

Mark Lionel Levy

Former divisional medical officer Department of
Health and Social Security north west region
(b Middlesbrough 1921; q Liverpool 1944), died
from lung cancer on 15 September 2003.
After qualifying he served for three years in
the army in India. For the next 20 years he
was in singlehanded general practice in
Fazakerly, north Liverpool. He left to join
the DHSS in Manchester, eventually becom-
ing divisional medical officer for the north
west region. The oldest of three doctor
brothers, Mark enjoyed sailing, music,
theatre, and watching Liverpool Football
Club. He leaves a wife, Pauline, and two chil-
dren. [Harold S Levy, Fred Levy]

Alasdair Cameron Macdonald

Former consultant physician and
psychotherapist Glasgow (b Argyll 1916;
q Glasgow 1939; VRD, FRCP Glas, FRCP),
d 6 November 2003.
In 1941 Alasdair Cameron Macdonald
joined the Royal Marines and served on
escort vessels in the north Atlantic. He was
the first doctor in the Royal Navy to qualify as
a watch-keeping officer. Thereafter he was
engaged in research at the Royal Air Force
Institute of Aviation Medicine, developing
ejector seats and related safety equipment. He
returned to Glasgow after the war and
became a consultant physician in 1953. He
was interested in the emotional aspects of
physical disorders, and in 1992 he published
Could It Be Stress?: Reflections on Psychosomatic
Disorders. He leaves a wife; three children; and
seven grandchildren. [A J Macdonald]

Theodore Robert Foster Raw
General practitioner Horley, Surrey, 1935-73
(b Rotorua, New Zealand 1910; q Guy’s
Hospital, London, 1934), d 15 September 2003.
After hospital appointments he entered
practice in Horley, where he remained until
his retirement on health grounds in 1973.
During the second world war he served in
the Royal Army Medical Corps in India,
Burma, and the Maldives, where he spent six
months investigating an outbreak of mite
typhus fever among the Indian troops
stationed there. He left the army with the
rank of major. Predeceased by his wife, Dor-
othy, he leaves two children and six
grandchildren. [J R F Raw]

Leonard (“Johnnie”) Walker
Former consultant anaesthetist north and
mid-Cheshire (b 1914; q St Bartholomew’s
Hospital, London, 1954), d 12 July 2003.
Johnnie came late to medicine after years in
the family business and six years’ war service
in the Royal Artillery. He trained in the Lon-
don area, for a time freelancing as an anaes-
thetist, before settling in Cheshire. He
stopped work aged almost 70 and had 20
years’ happy retirement in his native
Yorkshire. He was a man of wide interests
and a foot follower to foxhound and beagle.
He leaves a wife, Trudi; two children; and
three granddaughters. [G Walker]

Advice
We will be pleased to receive obituary notices of
no more than 250 words. These will be
submitted to an editorial committee and may be
shortened. The BMJ will take responsibility for
the shortening, but the name of the author who
supplied the information will be given in
brackets. We do not send proofs. Good quality,
original, photographs are welcome. Please give a
contact telephone number and, where possible,
supply the obituary on a disk or by email to
tjackson@bmj.com Longer versions of these obituaries are

available on bmj.com
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